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POLITICAL ATTITUDES AMONG
SOUTH CAROLINA CHRISTIAN
SCHOOL EDUCATORS
Glen T. Broach, Winthrop University
The American South may be the only region in the world in
which evangelical Christianity has more adherents than any other
religious persuasion. Excepting the prevalence of the Mormon Church
in Utah, no region of the United States is more homogeneous in its
religious institutions. Predominantly, these institutions are founded on
fundamentalist or evangelical beliefs, emphasizing biblical inerrancy
and direct access to the Lord, expressed as the acceptance of a saving
relationship with Christ. 1
The religious distinctiveness of the South has inevitably had
political ramifications, most often manifested in the prevalence of
Sunday closing laws and rancorous electoral struggles over the sale and
regulation of alcoholic beverages. In recent years, however, the
agenda of Southern evangelicals has assumed much broader dimensions,
having entered the political mainstream of both the nation and a "new
South" where politics are increasingly shaped by an emergent middle
class society. 2
The vehicle which has both transformed the political aspects
of Southern fundamentalism and blended its agenda with that of the
nation is the political movement most commonly known as the Christian
right. Blessed with a dedicated corps of activists and a sophisticated,
multifaceted organizational infrastructure, the Christian right has
become a major force in American electoral politics.
This is
particularly the case in the South where religious conservatives
constitute an indispensable component of the Republican party's
electoral coalition within the region . In Virginia, Christian right
support is credited with winning the 1994 GOP senatorial nomination
for Olliver North and the governorship for Republican George Allen.
In Georgia Christian right support enabled Republican Guy Milner to
come within a hair's breadth of unseating incumbent Democrat Zell
Miller in the 1994 contest for governor. And South Carolinians just
elected as their new governor Republican David Beasley, an avowed
141

Glen T. Broach
born-again Christian who enjoyed the support of Pat Robertson's
Christian Coalition and campaigned on the theme "putting families
first," a message which resonates well with the political agenda of
Christian fundamentalists. In both Virginia and South Carolina the
Christian right has gained full control of the state Republican party
organization.
The strengths of the Christian right lie in its middle class
roots, the multiple organizational resources which its leaders can call
upon for political mobilization, and the increasingly sophisticated
arsenal of political strategies it has either adopted or pioneered.
Among the Christian political organizations, the most important to
emerge in recent years is Robertson's Christian Coalition.
The
Coalition has scored a number of impressive successes through an
aggressive mobilization strategy and by building bridges to more
secularly-inclined voters. Thus , in addition to its familiar stances
against abortion and in favor of school prayer, the current agenda of
the Coalition emphasizes issue positions of much broader appeal such
as tax relief, government cutbacks and, in the South especially,
opposition to controls on firearms .
The Coalition claims to have mailed out or distributed more
than 40 million of its "voter guides" in the 1994 midterm elections.
These one page sheets, comparing candidate positions on issues of
interest to the Coalition 's adherents , have been particularly effective
when distributed in churches on the Sunday before election Tuesday.
In South Carolina, the guides have been given credit for a significant
increase in 1994 voter participation as well as the Republicans'
near-sweep of state wide and congressional elections in that year. 3
The South in general is the bedrock of Christian right strength and the
coalition is especially strong in South Carolina. In 1993, when the
Christian Coalition claimed 400,000 members nationally , the South
Carolina organization claimed 60,000, or 15 % of the national total. 4

Christian Exceptionalism and Education
One of the distinguishing characteristics of contemporary
Christian fundamentalism is an exceptionalism which leads to the
creation of Christian alternatives to many of the major cultural
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institutions of American Life: numerous Christian radio and television
broadcasting networks, a school of bible-based child psychology
spawned by Colorado psychologist James Dobson, and even Christian
alternatives to the Boy Scouts and the Girl Scouts (Boys Brigade and
Pioneer Girls).
The most important area of exceptionalism is education , and
thus one of the most significant developments in the recent growth of
Christian fundamentalism has been the concomitant increase in the
number of Bible-based Christian schools affiliated with fundamentalist
churches. Propelled by a commitment to religious education as well as
a growing disenchantment with what is perceived as a breakdown in the
increasingly secular and violent public schools , the number of parents
either educating their children at home or sending them to Christian
schools has mushroomed in recent years. Founded in 1972, the
American Association of Christian Schools claims to have over 120,000
students enrolled in its member schools around the country. The
Association's doctrinal statement expresses, among other things, beliefs
in biblical inerrancy and in creationism. The Association provides
Christian schools around the country with a full range of services ,
including their own teacher certification and school accreditation
programs, achievement testing, academic competitions and athletic
conferences. This creates in Christian schooling a world apart from
both the public schools and other private schools.
AACS also maintains a Washington representative and
provides legislative information services for its members. A recent
demonstration of the group ' s effectiveness can be seen in the furor in
the U. S. House over reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act in 1993. The measure contained a provision that school
districts certify that teachers are qualified in the subjects they teach.
Seeing this as an attempt to regulate and undermine both home
schooling and Christian education, parents around the country flooded
congressional offices with phone calls which resulted in a nearunanimously approved amendment specifying that the certification
would not apply to home schooling or to private or reHgious schools .
In the words of one staffer in a South Carolina House member's office,
"It was worse than NAFI'A." Clearly Christian education is emerging
as a powerful political force and one which is planting deep roots in
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many American communities. This is especially true in the South,
where Christian fundamentalism has traditionally been strong, and
where AACS has the bulk of its membership.
The South Carolina Association of Christian Schools consists
of 45 member schools emolling over 8,000 students across the state.
A few schools have over 500 students , but many have very small
emollrrients, as few as 13. It should be made clear that AACS and
SCACS organize only a fraction of the church-affiliated or religious
schools in their respective jurisdictions.
Only Bible-based schools
which accept the organization's doctrine of biblical inerrancy can
become members of these associations. Thus member schools represent
the conservative pole on the spectrum of religious ideology among the
Christian faithful .
The South Carolina Association provides its member schools
with the full range of services provided by AACS, including an annual
state convention. This article is based upon a paper-and-pencil political
attitude questionnaire which delegates to the October, 1993 convention
in Charleston were asked to complete and return to the author. The
questionnaires were distributed at a general session and also made
available in the book display area. Of 250 questionnaires placed in the
hands of delegates, 71 were returned in usable condition.
The questions centered upon four clusters of attitudes: the
issue concerns of the delegates; their levels of political trust, efficacy
and tolerance; their political interest and participation; and, finally,
ideology and partisanship. Most of the questions are replications from
the 1988 American National Election Study conducted by the Center for
Political Studies of the Institute for Social Research at the University
of Michigan. Data from that national survey are used where possible
to compare beliefs and attitudes among the South Carolina Christian
educators with those of born-again Christians and others in the 1988
national sample. 5 Although the South Carolina respondents do not
constitute a probability sample, significance test results are presented
to indicate the magnitude of the difference when their responses are
compared with those of the national sample. It should be noted,
however, the respondents were not selected through probability
sampling techniques and the results should be interpreted with the
appropriate caution. This is particularly true of the participation and
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interest items, since the more politically involved were probably more
likely to return the questionnaire. But, as we shall see, the results of
the survey are consistent with earlier studies of fundamentalist
Christians and the minimal variance on many items is suggestive of a
broad political consensus within this very committed group of religious
conservatives.

Characteristics of the Sample
All of those who returned the questionnaire were residents of
South Carolina. The characteristics of the sample are given in Table
1. Almost half listed their denomination as Baptist. Another one-fourth
said that they are fundamentalist Baptist, and 14% indicated that they
were affiliated with a non-denominational or Bible church. The
remaining respondents were Free Will Baptists (3), and Presbyterian
Church In America (2). Most hold teaching positions with the
Christian schools represented at the conference. The vast majority
were primary, elementary teachers or high school teachers. A few
were middle school teachers (4.3 %). Administrators constituted 19.7 %
of the samples. One person is a pastor and another listed his position
as college professor.
Sixty-two percent of the respondents are women and 85.9%
are married. None are divorced or widowed. All but three hold a
bachelor's degree and 26.8% hold a master's. One respondent is a
Doctor of Divinity . All respondents are white, and the median age is
42. As a group they are not wealthy. Christian schools pay rather
poorly and many teachers view their role in the school almost as a
volunteer ministry. Forty percent reported incomes of less than
$30,000 and another 31 % are in the $30,000 to $40,000 range. All
answered "yes' when asked, "Are you a born-again Christian?"

Issue Concerns
Respondents were asked what they considered to be the most
important problems facing their community and the nation. Table 2
presents the most frequent responses to these questions. These
responses clearly show an overwhelming concern with morality and
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TABLE 1
SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS
(N=71)

Number

Percent

Denomination:
Baptist
Fundamentalist Baptist
Non-Denominational or Bible
Free Will Baptist
Presbyterian Church In America
No Response

35
19
10
3
2
2

49.3
26.8

29
3
23
14

40.8
4.2
32.4
19.7
1.4
1.4

14.1

4.2
2.8
2.8

Position With School:
Primary or Elementary Teacher
Middle School Teacher
High School Teacher
Administrator
Pastor
College Professor

1

1

Gender:
Women
Men

44

27

61.9
37.8

Education:
High School/Some College
College /Graduate
Masters
Doctorate

3
48
19
1
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67.6
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Christian values both in the community and in the nation. As in most
national and state-based samplings of current political concerns within
the general population, there is considerable concern within this group
about crime and violence and about jobs and the economy. Yet for
these Chris tians such matters are overridden by, or perhaps subsumed
by, concerns about the nation's morality and its perceived turn away
from the Bible and traditional Christian values. Particularly noteworthy
is the fact that the problems of the public schools are frequently
attributed to a moral breakdown. This is suggested by the 19. 7 % who
listed the public schools as an important community problem. Most of
these noted that "taking God" out of the schools lay at the root of the
problem.

TABLE 2
MOST FREQUENT RESPONSES TO
"MOST IMPORTANT PROBLEMS" QUESTION
Response

Number

Percent

27
20
14
9

38.0
29.2
19.7
12.7

38
12
9
8
6

53.6
16.9
12.7
11.3
8.5

Facing The Community:
Lack of Christian Values, Moral Breakdown
Law and Order, Crime, Violence
Secularization, Problems of Public Schools
The Economy, Jobs
Facing The Nation:
Lack of Christian Values , Moral Breakdown
Law and Order, Crime, Violence
The Deficit, Debt, Federal Budget
Broken Homes, Problems of Youth
Big Government
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On national issues these respondents, like most of their fellow
citizens, are concerned with the Federal fiscal crisis and the problem
of crime.
But again moral concerns predominate, with 53.6%
specifically mentioning moral or religious failings, and another 11.3 %
mentioning family concerns such as broken homes and the problems of
youth. It is significant that 8.5 % mentioned big government as a major
problem. In responding to open-ended questions, many of these
respondents expressed fear of an intrusive government, citing especially
a tendency to regulate schools or religion in ways that would
discriminate against Christians . Among at least some of these
respondents , there is a clear sense of being vulnerable to persecution
by a secular establishment.

Political Interest and Participation
The conventional wisdom has it that the activism of the Moral
Majority in the 1970's and 1980's stimulated a high level of political
interest and involvement among fundamentalist Christians. 6 Yet other
researchers have found that evangelicals are less interested and
participate less in politics than members of mainline Protestant
denominations .7 More recently, the rise of Pat Robertson's Christian
Coalition and its adoption of new activist tactics may have increased the
level of activism among Christian fundamentalists, particularly people
with the deep commitment apparently shared by those in Christian
education. Indeed, studies have shown a general relationship between
religious commitment and political interest and activity. 8 With this
research in mind, but also keeping in mind that members of the sample
were self-selected, -we would expect to find high levels of activity
among these Christian school educators .
The results of the participation and interest questions are
presented in Table 3. Comparison data is also presented for persons
professing to be born-again Christians and all other respondents from
the 1988 American National Election Study. Consistent with our
expectations, the South Carolina Christian educators are much more
involved in politics than either the born-again Christians or other
respondents in the national sample . Virtually all of the educators voted
in both the primaries and the presidential election, and they display
148 / The Journal of Political Science
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TABLE3
POLITICAL PARTICIPATIONAND INTEREST
(IN PERCENT)
SC Christian
School
Educators*
N=71

Born-Again
Christians
1988 ANES
N=639

All Others
1988 ANES
N=l,156

60.6

29.4

27.0

Talked Politics At
Least Two Days A Week

83.1

51.2

52.7

Talked To Others About
Candidates

88.7

26.8

24.6

Voted in Primary or
Caucus

93.0

40.2

33.4

Voted in Presidential
Election

95.8

58.5

61.7

Knows Job of Warren
Christopher**

57.7

27. 1

37.9

Knows Job of Janet Reno** 80.3

1.9

3.7

Very Much Interested
In Politics

Used Voter Guide 1992

67.6

* All differences between Christian educators when compared with
both subsets of the 1988 ANES sample are significant at the .01 level.
** In 1988 the persons mentioned were George Schultz and Edwin
Meese
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remarkably high levels of political interest and discussion. Moreover
they are far more informed, at least as measured by our two questions,
about political officeholders. Almost 58 % correctly named the job of
the secretary of state, compared to roughly one-fourth of the population
answering a comparable question correctly in 1988. And an amazing
80% knew Janet Reno's job, compared with a miniscule percentage of
the general population knowing the job of Edwin Meese in 1988.
While this enormous difference may in part reflect the salience of a
woman attorney general as well as the Christian educators' greater
concern with Justice Department issues, the gap for both information
questions is so wide as to indicate much higher levels of general
information among the educators.
One of the more controversial tactics during the 1992 campaign
in South Carolina was the use of the "Voter Guides" by the Christian
Coalition. The use of the guides is widely thought to be a key element
in the victory of Republican Congressman Bob Inglis over three-term
incumbent Democrat Elizabeth Patterson in the Fourth Congressional
District.
The district includes the upstate metropolitan area of
Greenville-Spartanburg and is the home of Bob Jones U Diversity.
Within South Carolina, the upstate is considered to be the region of
greatest strength for the Christian right. The widespread use of the
guides is suggested by the fact that over two-thirds of our respondents
reported having used them to cast their ballot in the 1992 elections.

Ideology and Partisanship
Studies of the relationship between religion and politics have
found a strong relationship between religious conservatism and political
conservatism. 9 These findings are buttressed by studies which show
that support for Christian right candidates comes primarily from among
conservative evangelicals. Given the religious conservatism among our
sample of Christian school educators, we can expect their ideological
identification to be heavily conservative and their partisanship to be
strongly Republican.
The results in Table 4 clearly show the ideological and partisan
homogeneity of the Christian school educators in our sample. They are
almost unanimously conservative and Republican and this is reflected
150 / The Journal of Political Science
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in their virtual ly unanimous presidential vote for George Bush in 1992.
Even though South Carolina is Reagan-Bush country, this is a strong
consensus that would be difficult to find among any other sub-group
within the Palmetto state population . Their monolithic Republicanism
is also seen in the educators' overwhelming support in elections for
both the U .S. House and Senate in 1992. There was one self-identified
liberal among the convention delegates who responded to our
questionnaire.

Efficacy, Trust and Tolerance
Much of the literature on political participation shows that those
who are more involved in politics tend to have higher levels of political
trust and efficacy. 10 Others have found that political elites and those
who are more active in politics tend to be more tolerant of lifestyles
and points of view different from their own . 11 On the basis of these
findings we might expect the Christian educators in our sample to be
more trusting, efficacious and tolerant in their attitudes. But their
extreme conservatism and antiestablishment stance would suggest
attitudes that are more distrustful and intolerant. Indeed, we might
expect that their high levels of political participation may stem from the
combination of high efficacy and low trust found by Shingles among
black political activists 12 •
Because of the need to keep the questionnaire brief , we were only
able to include a few such items for this analysis. The questions are
all from the 1988 American National Election Study and the results for
that study and the present one are presented in Table 5.
The results displayed in Table 5 show the Christian educators as
a group to be significantly more efficacious than most other
citizens- they feel they have a good understanding of political
issues- but their levels of trust are extraordinarily low compared with
the rest of the population and their level of cynicism is quite high.
Fully 93 % agree that quite a few people running the government are
crooked, compared with about a third of born again Christians and
others in the 1988 national sample agreeing with the same statement.
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TABLE 4
IDEOLOGICAL SELF-IDENTIFICATION,
PARTISANSHJP AND VOTER CHOICE
(IN PERCENT)
SC Christian
School
Educators*
N = 71

Born-Again
Christians
1988 ANES
N = 639

All Others
1988 ANES
N = 1,156

Ideological Self-description:
Conservative
Extremely Conservative

46.5
49.3

15.2
4.4

12.2
2.1

Party Identification:
Republican
Strong Republican

33.8
63.4

14.2
15.2

13.1
12.5

Republican Presidential Vote** 93.0(1992) 49.4(1988)

51.9(1988)

Republican Senate Vote**

88.7(1992)

32.1(1988)

52.7(1988)

Republican House Vote**

91.5(1992) 44.3(1988)

41.4(1988)

* The difference between Christian Educators and both subsets of the
1988 sample on ideology and partisanship are significant at the .01
level.
** The figures are the Republican percentage of the two party vote,
except for the 1992 three-way presidential contest.
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TABLE 5
RESPONSES TO EfflCACY, TRUST AND TOLERANCE ITEMS
(IN PERCENT)
SC Christian
School
Educators
1993
N = 71*

Born-Again
Christians
1988 ANES
N = 639

All Others
1988 ANES
N = 1,156

Agree Government Run
By A Few Big Interests

81.7

56.7

53.8

Believe Quite a Few
Runnin g Gov't Are
Crooke d

93.0

38.2

32.8

Believe Taxes Should
Be Cut Even If
Importan t Things Must
Be Put Off
Stro ngly Agree
Agre e

32.4
36 .6

9.9
16.6

6.3
17.4

Believe They Have A
Good U nderstanding of
Political Issues
Stro ngly Agree
Agre e

26.8
53 .5

10.3
38.3

11.5
42.6

Believe One Should Be
Tolerant Of Those Living
By Diffe rent Moral
Standar d
Stro ngly Disagree
47.9
Disa gree
29.6

10.6
10.3

10.8
11.5

* All differences between Christian educators when compared with
both subsets of the 1988 ANES sample are significant at the . 01 level
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With this view of the integrity of government, it is little wonder
that the educators also strongly favor tax cuts even if "important things
have to be put off." Fully two-thirds accept this statement compared
with roughly one-fourth in the 1988 national sample . This is consistent
with the finding of Green and Guth that Pat Robertson supporters,
while departing from the Republican mainstream on social issues and
their salience, held economic views quite consistent with mainstream
Republican ideology. 13
On our only tolerance item , the Christian educators, as expected,
tended to be considerably less tolerant than the population generally.
Over three-quarters strongly agree or disagree that one should be
tolerant of those living by other moral codes. The comparable figure
for the ANES sample in 1988 is about one-fifth.

Conclusion
Sampling constraints require that the results of this study be
interpreted with some caution. Also, availability of 1992 ANES data
might modify some of the conclusions that compare South Carolina
Christian educators to citizens in the general population . However,
some of the findings are so dramatic as to allow some fairly confident
conclusions about this population group and to permit some speculation
about its role in the political process. At the very least, these results
point the way to some important questions for further investigation.
Clearly this group possesses a political conservatism which
mirrors its religious conservatism. Self-identified as conservatives
almost to a person, nearly all the members of this group voted
Republican in the 1992 national elections and virtually all of them are
Republican party identifiers. They are relatively knowledgeable and
highly interested in politics, politically efficacious and actively involved
in the political process. At the same time they are highly distrustful of
government and public officials as compared with others in what most
observers consider to be a very cynical electorate in very cynical times.
In these respects they possess a cluster of attitudes characteristic of
other activist groups with high levels of political mobilization.
154 I The Journal of PoliticalScience
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To the extent that their attitudes are representative of other
suppo rters of the Christian Coalition, this segment of the electorate
provi des fertile soil not only for mobilization on the social issues which
are their primary concerns and the source of their commitment, but also
for neo-populist appeals on such matters as term limits, balanced
budget amendments and spending limitations. This is consistent with
the new Christian Coalition strategy, pioneered by the Coalition's Ralph
Reed, to broaden its appeal to others who are disenchanted with big
governm ent and what they perceive to be excessive taxation and
waste ful spending. An emphasis on these issues may well facilitate the
integra tion of the Christian right with the Republican mainstream.
While pursuing its agenda on social issues, it can also rightly claim that
it is at one with the party on the economic and spending issues of
traditio nal concern to Republicans. As these findings suggest, such a
tactic will encounter few objections among the Christian right's most
committe d adherents.

Glen Broach is a graduate of Spring Hill College . He received his Ph.D. from
the University of Alabama and is Professor and Chair of Political Science at
Winthrop University.
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